, learning styles and strategies (Cameron 2001; Cohen 1998; Oxford 1990 Oxford , 2003 , intelligence (Weschler 1991) , and aptitude even at young ages (Alexiou 2005; Milton and Alexiou 2004) .The reasons why the socioeconomic factor has not been extensively studied probably include both practical di‰culties and ethical issues involved in researching this area. However, as foreign language instruction has been introduced to early primary education, it is worth investigating whether learners are given the same opportunities at the outset of their learning or whether, due to their SES, they face educational inequalities right from the beginning of their language learning career.
Theoretical background
Socioeconomic status is the relative position of a family or individual on a hierarchical social structure, based on their access to wealth, prestige and power (Mueller and Parcel 1981) . With regard to the influence of learners' SES on their school performance, a large number of studies conducted in various parts of the world have reached some common conclusions. These include (a) inequalities in student performance is very often linked to socioeconomic factors and need not be directly linked to di¤erences in student abilities, (b) di¤erences in school performance are still obvious even when access to education is free, and (c) school assessment, which classifies students into strong and weak ones, seems to reflect quite consistently social stratification. Statistically, students who come from families of lower SES do not do as well in school as those from wealthier families (Frangoudaki 1985) . Of course, this relationship is not deterministic; there are children from disadvantaged backgrounds who perform well, and children from advantaged backgrounds who fail. But the overall trend is clear: ''. . . family background is the strongest single predictor of educational outcomes'' (Fransoo et al. 2005: 8) .
Apart from the economic capital, families possess social and cultural capital and this is passed on to their children as attitudes, preferences and behaviours (Lamont and Lareau 1988) . By cultural capital, we refer to specialized knowledge which is not taught in schools, such as knowledge of high culture, and to educational credentials (Walpole 2003) . Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital (1977 Bourdieu's theory of cultural capital ( , 1984 is the most well known theory that provides a cultural explanation to di¤erences in educational attainment. Bourdieu argues that children from high status backgrounds have similar cultural understandings to those which underlie the education system and therefore are advantaged over children from low status backgrounds. Social capital refers to the contacts and memberships in networks which families can use for personal or professional gain (Horvat 2000) .
The processes by which learners' socioeconomic backgrounds influence educational inequality are not well understood. In an attempt to explain these processes, Marks, Cresswell, and Ainley (2006) distinguished and discussed four types of factors: material, cultural resources, social resources, and school systems. On the basis of their analysis, the authors concluded that ''cultural factors play a more important role in socioeconomic inequalities in student achievement than material resources in the home'' (Marks, Cresswell, and Ainley 2006: 125) .
However, researchers, policy-makers, educationalists and teachers, all agree that in a democratic society, socioeconomic inequalities should not be reflected in educational outcomes. That is why policy initiatives in education over the past half century have been directed at reducing inequalities at school. Although evidence suggests that there has been a decline in the influence of socioeconomic background factors on educational outcomes in most industrialized countries (Rijken 1999; Sieben 2001) , few would question or doubt their significance. With reference to Greece, in particular, relevant research findings indicate that Greek students' school performance is clearly determined by their social and economic background as well as by the geographical location of their school (Frangoudaki 1985; Katsikas and Kavvadias 2000) . More particularly, research carried out in Greece indicates, among others, the following:
(a) the majority of high achievers have been born in the capital city (Athens) or in the capital cities of Greek prefectures; (b) the larger the student's family is, the worse their school performance is likely to be; (c) children whose parents have a high level of education are mostly high achievers; (d) parents' professional field a¤ects children's school performance.
Children whose parents do manual work are less likely to do well at school (Danassis-Afentakis 1988, cited in Katsikas and Kavvadias 2000: 42) .
As regards foreign language education, in particular, and learners' socioeconomic background, the findings of the British Primary French Research project (Burstall 1980 ) demonstrated a strong relationship between pupils' SES and their level of achievement in French as a foreign language: students who scored high were mostly students whose parents had a high-status occupation, whereas students with low mean scores were those whose parents had a low-status job. Furthermore, adolescent learners' attitudes towards foreign language learning became more positive as their social status increased. Other large-scale studies have tapped into the influence of socioeconomic factors on young language learners' achievements in a foreign language in Hungary (Andor 2000; Csapó 1998 Csapó , 2002 Nikolov and Jó zsa 2003 all cited in Nikolov in press) . Their results reveal a close relationship between students' progress at school and their SES, as this was indicated by parents' level of education.
To date there has been no research into the relationship between Greek learners' SES and level of achievement in foreign language learning. Our study, therefore, aims to provide relevant data and explore the extent to which socioeconomic di¤erences have an impact on young learners' progress in foreign language learning at school. It is important to note that the present study focuses on young language learners, as di¤erences in achievement are normally expected to be minimal at this early stage of language learning. Therefore, any significant di¤erences found may be related not so much to what learners are exposed to in their classes but mainly to other factors influencing their performance, such as their SES.
The Greek ELT context
Foreign language instruction was introduced in Greek primary schools in 1987. Initially, this was implemented for the last three years of primary education, with most schools o¤ering English. In 1991, there was a change in the primary school curriculum and English became the compulsory foreign language in all schools. More recently, in 2003, English has been extended to the last four years of primary education.
An interesting and highly individual feature of the Greek foreign language education system is a thriving private sector of foreign language institutes providing intensive foreign language tuition. It targets students from approximately the age of 8 until their mid teens, although specialized courses are sometimes provided for very young children starting as early as three years of age. Courses o¤ered at private language institutes are not compulsory, are mostly exam-oriented and give the opportunity to students to sit for exams which will allow them, if successful, to obtain a language certificate. Alternatively, parents who can a¤ord it may even cater for private language tuition at home.
The Greek ELT context mirrors Greek parents' keen interest in early foreign language education even if this requires personal funding for extracurricular tuition. As Greek is not a widely spoken language, Greeks strongly believe in the necessity of mastering at least one foreign language which will allow them to communicate with speakers of other languages inside and outside the borders of their country. English, occupying a dominant place globally, is expected to provide them with important educational, professional and socioeconomic opportunities and thus it is the first foreign language most Greeks choose to learn. Greek parents are convinced that their children's access to English can actually a¤ect their social mobility and life chances (cf. Lin 1999) .
Against this background, the Greek state's decision to introduce foreign language tuition to primary education was not simply in accordance with similar decisions taken at about the same time in other European countries; It was also an attempt to allow free access to language learning for all so as to respond to Greek parents' urgent demands for early state foreign language education; thus, this was also a political decision aiming to reduce educational inequalities which might originate from socioeconomic di¤erences among students.
Since private language education is paid for by Greek families, it is likely that the quantity and quality of instruction provided is a¤ected by the family's SES (cf. Katsillis and Rubinson 1990) . Thus inequalities are obvious in the choices Greek parents make with reference to (a) the type of foreign language instruction they provide for their children (private language school or private tuition at home), (b) the age their children start attending tutorial schooling, (c) the foreign language school they register their children, (d) the number of hours of language instruction provided, and (e) the instructor delivering the lessons. Highly qualified language teachers, i.e., holders of a relevant university degree, are normally expected to charge more than those who hold an advanced language certificate (e.g., Certificate of Proficiency in English) and have a teaching practice licence. The same is true for native English language teachers who are often preferred by Greek parents to non-native ones. The introduction of foreign language instruction in the third grade of state primary school in Greece was expected to limit or even replace private language tuition and thus reduce, at least to a certain extent, differences among learners from various socioeconomic strata. Far from such expectations, however, the number of private language institutes in Greece more than tripled between the years 1985 and 2000 (2,000 private language schools in 1985 and 7,000 in 2000) and has continued to increase until today, as private language tuition seems to have become the norm rather than the exception. According to recent research, about 80% of Greek school children attend foreign language institutes and Greek families spend on average about 880 million euros on foreign language school fees and textbooks.
It is a fact that state schools provide fewer contact hours and less intensive courses than private language institutes; this may be one of the reasons why parents tend to believe that foreign languages are better learned at private language institutes. For a comprehensive breakdown of contact hours in state schools and private language institutes, see Tables 1 and 2 . Thus, most students nowadays attend English language courses at both state schools and private language institutes (or receive private tuition). Due to several factors relating to students' tutorial schooling, e.g., di¤erences in the age of entry, di¤erences in contact hours, lack of 
Aims
The aim of this chapter is to examine the extent to which Greek young learners' social and economic background tends to a¤ect their progress in English language learning. Di¤erences in families' SES are expected to have a significant impact on young learners' rate of learning as such di¤erences influence parents' decisions about whether or not their children attend private language classes, as well as their choices regarding the quality of the private language institutes and the number of class hours per week.
Our assumptions are that (a) more children of a higher socioeconomic status attend some kind of tutorial schooling (private language school or private tuition at home) than children of a lower SES; (b) as a result, there are important achievement di¤erences among learners of the same age but of di¤erent socioeconomic strata: the higher the socioeconomic background of learners' families, the better their achievements are expected to be; (c) due to their cultural capital, learners of a higher SES are expected to be more highly motivated towards English language learning than learners of a lower SES. The research was carried out in the school year of 2006-2007 and data was collected from 356 Greek young learners of English and six English language teachers. Students came from the last three grades of the primary school (4th, 5th, and 6th) and their age ranged between 9 and 12 years. Four state schools were selected for the purpose of this study: two from the eastern part of the city (henceforth, schools E1 and E2), and two from the western area (henceforth, schools W1 and W2). The city of Thessaloniki is divided into three zones -eastern, central and western -and this division is based on socioeconomic, functional and administrative criteria. Traditionally, the eastern part of the city is considered to be much more a¿uent and prestigious than the western part (Liambas 2001: 109-110) . Thus, the particular areas were selected as their residents represent di¤erent socioeconomic backgrounds and therefore, comparative results were expected to reveal possible influence of learners' SES on their language proficiency.
Materials
For the purpose of the present study, both quantitative and qualitative data were collected. In particular, we designed (a) a student questionnaire with closed items to elicit information about learners' socioeconomic status and progress in English, and (b) an interview protocol with open-ended questions for the English language teachers of the students participating in this study. Teachers' views were expected to reveal their beliefs, opinions and expectations regarding the influence of learners' SES on their language proficiency.
Student questionnaire
In designing and constructing the questionnaire, general criteria proposed by Dö rnyei (2003) were taken into consideration. The questionnaire included clear instructions and simple questions in Greek so as to facilitate and motivate the young participants to complete it. The advantage of closed-ended questions over open-ended ones is that they are more appropriate for young learners, and the processing of the results is a lot more convenient (Bell 1993; Dö rnyei 2003) . In most cases learners were required to tick the appropriate answer and in a few cases they needed to answer using minimal wording (i.e., a number, yes/no answer, etc.). Attention was also given to the design of its layout to make it appealing for the youngsters. The questionnaire included twenty-one questions and consisted of three parts: Part A required learners to provide personal details and information regarding the size of their family (number of siblings) and the location of their home (eastern or western part of the city). Although students from E1 and E2 schools were expected to live in the eastern area, whereas students from W1 and W2 schools in the western part of the city, theoretically, there still might be students whose residence and school were in di¤erent parts of the city. Part B included questions on the instruction of English, i.e., years of study, attendance of additional private classes, number of weekly classes, proficiency level (determined by the coursebooks they used in the private language school), details about their English language teacher at the private language institute (native or non-native), parents' help with English homework, learners' motivation towards learning English. Part C elicited information on learners' material and educational resources. In particular, whether they have computers at home and how they use them (e.g., educational games, etc.), whether they have been abroad with their families and how many times, whether and where they learn other foreign languages besides English, whether and what kind of extracurricular activities they participate in. Questions regarding the possession of TV sets, cars and mobile phones -commonly found in similar research studieswere not considered appropriate in this case, as nowadays all Greek households possess at least one TV set and a mobile phone and most of them have a car. Finally, the SES of students' family was primarily indicated by the area of the school and additionally measured by parents' occupational status.
Interviews
A series of six interviews were conducted to elicit teachers' opinions on young learner individual di¤erences and their potential influence on their language learning proficiency level. The interviews were divided in four parts. Part A discussed the background of the teacher interviewed, namely age, relevant studies, length of teaching experience, levels of teaching and teacher development issues. This information is particularly important as it can help the researcher to formulate the teacher's professional profile. Part B aimed to elicit information regarding the pupils and classes in question, such as number of students, level of English, gender and nationality ratio in class, learner performance, frequency of instruction and textbook and materials used. Those were informative issues for the type of instruction learners received. Part C explicitly required teachers to express their opinion regarding the influence of learners' socioeconomic background on their language learning proficiency. In particular, they were asked whether learners from the specific residential area performed better or worse than learners from di¤erent areas of the city; whether they believed that students' grades di¤ered markedly according to where they lived, if school performance is influenced by learners' SES background when learners are so young, if learners in their classes attended private language schools and whether this improved their language skills in English. Most of the time, these interviews developed into very interesting discussions between the researchers and the interviewees, as some teachers' answers gave us the opportunity to expand on the initial questions. Finally, Part D required teachers to comment on other factors that may a¤ect performance at that age: for example, motivation, attitude, and discipline matters.
Procedure
Prior to the administration of the questionnaire, permission was granted by school advisors, teachers and headmasters as well as by students' parents. The questionnaire was administered in class and required 15 minutes for its completion. The researchers were present throughout the procedure in order to provide help and answer clarification questions. There was no incident of unwillingness to complete the questionnaire and actually learners seemed to enjoy the process.
The interviews were taken at school usually the same day as the questionnaire was given to students. The length of each interview varied as this depended on each teacher's personality and willingness to contribute. Table 3 gives a comprehensive breakdown of the number of students in the schools. Students from the two areas are considered to represent di¤erent socioeconomic strata; however, in order to confirm our classification, we also asked students to provide information about their parents' occupation. Unfortunately, information about their educational background is not available, as learners were unable to provide accurate details. Our findings showed that the majority of learners' parents in the two western schools are manual workers (64% of their fathers and 59.7% of their mothers), while the rest of them are mostly state employees. A very small percentage of parents (5.4% of fathers and 3.8% of mothers) in this area hold a higher-status job (teachers, chemists, dentists). In the eastern schools, nearly 65% of learners' fathers and 51% of their mothers hold a high-status job (lawyers, doctors, dentists, engineers, etc.); only 3.5% of their fathers and 3% of their mothers do manual work and the rest are mostly employees, either in the state or in the private sector. It should be noted that a university degree is not a necessary qualification for such a post and therefore the job itself cannot actually discriminate between educated and non-educated parents. However, the numbers reported above actually mirror a general picture according to which the vast majority of residents in the western part of the city hold lowerstatus jobs, which may mean lower or unstable income, than those in the eastern area. According to our findings, in both areas the majority of the learners live very close to their schools, as nearly 70% walk to school every day. The rest (30% of learners in E1 and E2 and 28.1% of learners in W1 and W2) are driven to school by their parents. When asked to provide more details, they indicated that they lived in the neighbourhood but not at a walking distance from school.
Regarding the size of their family (i.e., number of siblings), which, according to Danassis-Afentakis (1988 cited in Katsikas and Kavvadias 2000: 42) influences learners' level of attainment, findings in both areas are very similar, since 88.1% of children in the western schools and 92.9% of children in the eastern area have at least one sibling; no particular di¤erences were between the two areas and the vast majority of children in both groups have only one sibling.
In the second part of the questionnaire we elicited details about learners' experience with English language instruction and found interesting di¤erences. In particular, to the question when and where they first started taking English language lessons, the vast majority of children in the eastern part of the city (86%) indicated that they started English before the age of 8 (i.e., before starting English at school). Most of them (68%) attended private language institutes and 18% received private tuition at home. The respective percentages for the children of the western schools are 62% and 6%. At the same time, nearly 32% of children in the western areas did not attend any English classes before the age of 8. This means that they had no prior exposure to English when they started attending English classes at school. Only 14% of the children in the eastern part of the city started English at school.
To the question whether they are currently attending private classes (at a language institute or at home), 80% of E1 and E2 children replied that they go to a foreign language institute and about 30% stated that they receive private tuition. This actually means that among them there are children who attend English at school, at a language institute and at home. Only one child indicated that s/he does not attend English outside school. As for the schools of the western area, 75% of those children attend private language institutes and nearly 15% have a private tutor. Nearly 10% of those children do not receive any kind of extra tuition. Contrary to what we expected, private language institute is a common choice for parents of both areas and no striking di¤erences were found. However, the influence of di¤erent socioeconomic backgrounds becomes apparent in the choices of families in the eastern area who opt for private tuition at home rather than language institutes. Unfortunately, it is not possible to comment on and compare the quality of language institutes in the two areas of the city, as we do not have any kind of information regarding their teachers, syllabus, programmes of studies, etc. Such details would allow us to examine the relationship between parents' socioeconomic level and the quality of the institutes chosen.
The frequency of private language classes ranges mainly between two and three sessions per week; interestingly, the majority of W1 and W2 children attend such classes three times a week (72%), whereas the majority of E1 and E2 learners attend private classes twice a week (57.3%). Learners were not always able to specify the length of their classes but it is possible that fewer weekly classes mean longer sessions; so, two sessions of 60 minutes equal three sessions of 40 minutes. With respect to the nationality of the teachers in those private schools, the majority of learners in both areas (nearly 85%) indicated that their teacher is of Greek nationality.
The next question elicited information regarding the level of the students. As already mentioned, all state schools are required to follow the state-approved curriculum and teachers as well as students are provided with a textbook written particularly for Greek young learners of English. Funway I, II and III are used in the last three grades of the primary school and take students up to the elementary level. However, any test written on the basis of these books could not be a valid measure of students' level of proficiency; as already shown, nearly all of them attend additional classes in English and their level is normally higher than that targeted by their school textbook. In order to elicit information about the learners' level, we asked them to write down (a) the number of years they attended private classes, and (b) the textbook they used at those classes during the school year 2006-2007. On the basis of their answers, learners were classified into five levels: based on test results. Given the lack of standardized placement tests for young learners, we believe that the textbooks used in foreign language schools are valid indicators of learners' level of English, since those schools always stream learners into levels. Tables 4 to 6 present the percentage of learners at each level in the 4th, 5th and 6th grade of the schools in the two areas.
It is interesting to note at which level the majority of learners in each grade are and compare eastern and western schools on the basis of this level. Such comparison indicates that in the 4th grade the majority of E1 and E2 learners are A Senior, whereas the majority of W1 and W2 learners in the same grade are at Junior level (Table 4) . Similarly, in the 5th grade the majority of E1 and E2 learners are B Senior whereas the majority of W1 and W2 learners are A Senior (Table  5 ). The same happens in the 6th grade: most of the learners in the eastern area are C Senior and another 23.7% are at an even more advanced level. On the other hand, the vast majority of 6th grade students in the western schools are at B Senior level. In those schools there are no students at a more advanced level (Table 6 ). parts in the two western schools in all grades examined (p < 0.001). Even at the 4th grade, which is only the second year Greek learners are exposed to English language instruction at state schools, di¤erences in level between the two groups are already obvious and statistically significant (p < 0.001). As learners get older and progress in English, the gap in the level of language proficiency between the two groups increases even more. This may be due to various reasons. One might be that as children get older, their cognitive abilities develop and children with richer stimuli progress faster; so the di¤erences between the two areas are even more noticeable. Another reason might have to do with the 'nature' of the type of instruction. As children get older, fewer games take place in class and much more emphasis is laid on the grammar of the foreign language. At the very start, the curriculum is not as rigid resulting in more homogeneous groups where the level of language proficiency is limited anyway and much more attention could be given to individual characteristics or innovative methods. However, these results have a significant impact in later years and that is the reason why we observe significant di¤erences in students' proficiency.
Such findings clearly indicate that learners who come from a higher SES background progress at a significantly higher rate than those of a lower socioeconomic background. It is particularly interesting that such a factor seems to influence learners of this age at those early stages of language learning.
In an attempt to relate this finding to other possible di¤erences between the two groups of learners, we compared them with regard (a) to the age they were first exposed to formal English language instruction outside of school, and (b) to the type of tutorial instruction they have been receiving (private language school or private tuition at home). With respect to (a), no significant di¤erences were found between the two groups in any of the grades examined: private foreign language instruction starts in most cases at the ages of 7 or 8, regardless of parents' social and economic background. With respect to (b), the comparison of the two groups in all grades suggests that the vast majority of learners in both areas receive private tuition at foreign language schools; thus no significant di¤erences were found in this respect between them. It seems that regardless of their economic status, parents of both areas attach particular importance to their children's foreign language education and prioritize it over other personal or family needs.
With respect to private tuition at home, in particular, the comparison of the two groups indicated that significantly more parents of the eastern area choose to hire a private tutor for their children (p < 0.001). This is obviously a more costly, and thus less popular, option in the western area of the city. Parents of the eastern areas probably believe that private tuition will provide their children with more individualised and intensive instruction and thus they will have the opportunity to progress and obtain the language certificate faster. There were even learners of E1 and E2 schools who stated that they attended both types of tutorial instruction. It is quite possible that those children, under their parents' influence, gradually become like them: they just want to progress fast and obtain the language certificate; such instrumental motivation may often help them achieve their goals. Previous research has shown that parents of higher socio-economic origins tend to encourage their children in their studies and such encouragement a¤ects positively children's educational aspirations (Hauser and Featherman 1977) .
It is important to stress here that at this age learning should be enjoyable rather than intensive or individualised. Young language learners should belong to a small group of learners of similar age and have the opportunity to feel successful rather than stressed; after all this is their first contact with the foreign language and, as Krashen claims, a lower a¤ective filter in class fosters acquisition (Krashen 1988) .
Bearing in mind the importance of families' socio-cultural capital for learners' educational attainment, we also examined the possible e¤ect that parents' occupational status may have on their children's level of proficiency. According to Burgard, Stewart, and Schwartz (2003) , occupational status reflects the outcome of educational achievements and provides, among other things, information about the associated financial rewards. Finally, occupational status can be a measure of social position, as it provides information about job characteristics, such as environmental and working conditions (Burgard, Stewart, and Schwartz 2003) . Separate Anova tests were used to examine the e¤ect of the occupational status of learners' fathers and mothers on children's level of proficiency. Results indicated that significantly more parents in the eastern areas hold a high status job than parents of the western areas (p < 0.001). Regarding the former, their jobs indicate that they are mostly university degree holders, whereas the educational background of the latter cannot be easily specified. A large number of parents in the western areas work as state employees and such position may or may not require a university degree. Our findings point to a significant relationship between students' proficiency level and their SES, as this is indicated by their parents' occupational status. Such findings actually confirm previous research according to which, children's school performance is influenced by parents' professional field (Danassis-Afentakis 1988, cited in Katsikas and Kavvadias 2000: 42) .
In order to explore learners' future aspirations and instrumental motivation with regard to their English language studies, we asked them to indicate whether they are planning to sit any international (e.g., Michigan, Cambridge, etc.) or state exams in order to obtain a language certificate. As already explained, such exams are not compulsory; however, since certified knowledge of at least one foreign language is considered to be a necessary qualification for the future, most Greek learners of about 13-14 years of age choose to take them. In our study the majority of learners in both areas (84% in E1 and E2 and 74.5% in W1 and W2) answered positively and some of them were also ready to indicate the time they were planning to take either international or state language exams. Such findings indicate only a slight influence of young learners' socioeconomic background on their instrumental motivation. The importance of a language certificate seems to be recognized by most learners, regardless of their SES. As such a certificate is expected to increase their opportunities to find a good job, families of a lower economic level will probably prioritize the cost required for English language classes and exams over other possible needs.
Learners were also required to indicate whether their parents help them with their English homework. Parental help would indicate parents' knowledge of English and would actually be expected in higher socioeconomic contexts. It would also be interpreted as an attempt on the part of the parents to encourage their children with their English language studies and thus promote their motivation. Our results showed insignificant di¤erences between the two areas in this respect. Parental help seems to be slightly more common in the eastern schools (51.5%) than in the western part of the city (47.8%). Quite a few children from both areas indicated that their older siblings, rather than their parents, usually help them with their homework.
The final part of the questionnaire elicited information on learners' material and educational resources. The first question required learners to indicate whether they had already started learning a second foreign language. Recently, there has been an increase in the number of primary school children who study a second foreign language, usually French or German, in private language schools. In an attempt to reduce educational and social inequalities, the state introduced last year a compulsory second foreign language in the fifth grade of primary schools. Even though this measure should reduce learners' tendency to attend private classes, the answers to our question were revealing. A relatively high percentage (38%) of the learners in the eastern schools were studying a second foreign language, either at private schools or at home. The respective percentage in the western schools was much lower (17.5%) (p < 0.001). In the eastern area, the majority of learners (52.2%) have a private tutor whereas in the western area most children attend a language school (65.6%).
The following three questions elicited more detailed information about learners' material resources: The first one required them to indicate whether and how many times they had travelled abroad, the second one whether they had a computer at home and the third one whether they participated in any extracurricular activities (e.g., sports, drawing, dancing, etc.) in their leisure time. Participation in such activities is rarely free and thus families of lower economic strata may not a¤ord them.
Children's answers indicated that the majority of learners in the eastern part of the city had travelled abroad at least once (54%); the respective percentage of the other group was 34%. Similarly, more children in the eastern schools stated that they had a personal computer at home than in the western part of the city (87.1% vs. 61.4%). Finally, participation in leisure activities is much more common among children of the eastern schools than among those of the western area (80% vs. 63%). Learners' answers to these last three questions indicated statistically significant di¤erences between the two groups of children (p < 0.001) ( Table 7) .
Such di¤erences led us to explore the relationship between access to those resources and level of proficiency. We found no significant correlation between learners' level of proficiency and participation in extracurricular activities or travelling abroad. However, a significant correlation was found between their level and possession of a personal computer at home (p < 0.001). Such finding is particularly interesting but we believe that further information and details are necessary to allow us to fully understand the relationship between this variable and learners' level of proficiency (e.g., the ways children use their computers, the programmes they use, the language of those programmes, the time they spend on the computers). On the whole, our findings indicate that material resources play a minor role in learners' level of proficiency in English, compared to social and cultural factors (cf. Marks, Cresswell, and Ainley 2006). 
Interview results
Six interviews were conducted: three with teachers in the schools of the western area and three in the schools of the eastern area. Here we discuss teachers' answers and opinions expressed in the interviews.
Background
The average age of the teachers who were interviewed was 42 years, ranging between 31 and 49 years. Experience in teaching varied from 9-31 years: four teachers stated that they had taught in both primary and secondary schools, while two had been teaching 3rd-6th grade, which means they have expertise in teaching 9-to 12-year-olds. All teachers are holders of a university degree in English language and literature; five of them studied in Greece and one in the USA. All stated that they attend seminars at least once a year but they wished they could attend more. They all agreed that they need to be updated and that is why they read ELT articles and books and attend book exhibitions. 
Information on pupils and classes
In the second part of the interview teachers provided details about their instruction. They mostly commented on the use of the state-approved coursebook and four of them pointed out that they combined it with other textbooks and relevant teaching materials. All of them stated that their classes were mixed-ability with learners' level ranging usually from A Junior to A Senior. Finally, all teachers commented on the fact that in the western area of the city there are several immigrants, mainly Russians and Albanians; in the eastern area, when there are students of other nationalities in class, they come mostly from the USA and Australia.
Socioeconomic influence
When asked to compare the level of learners in eastern and western schools, teachers' answers revealed very interesting opinions and beliefs. According to three teachers, students in the central and eastern areas of the city are at a higher level of proficiency than those of the western area; some learners, they said, can even reach the B2 level in the 6th grade. One teacher thought there were no di¤erences in level and one stated that it would be very di‰cult to compare learners of the two areas. Finally, one teacher felt that the level was better in the islandsprobably due to the fact that tourism in those places is so important for people's living. Another question regarded the necessity of private language schools. Teachers of the western schools believe that ''it's the state school system that is at fault. Children wouldn't need language schools otherwise''. One also said that attending language schools helps children in language acquisition, as it provides them with more knowledge. Teachers of the eastern schools noted that attending private classes provides children with more input but, as one of them stated, ''More input and practice does not necessarily mean more knowledge as well''.
When teachers were explicitly asked whether there are socioeconomic factors influencing learners' performance, the majority agreed. In particular, teachers of the western area stated that their learners do not have the opportunity to attend extra classes in language schools, as their parents are struggling to make a living and cannot a¤ord to pay for private tuition. What is more, most of those children's parents are not educated and therefore, cannot help their children with their English lessons. One teacher thought that learners whose parents are wealthy are instrumentally motivated and show more interest in learning English as they have already realised that knowledge of English, job-finding and money-making are closely related. On the other hand, one teacher thought that immigrants' children are often more eager and motivated to learn English than their Greek peers. Teachers from the eastern area thought that learners' socioeconomic background influences them throughout their life and learners in those schools have a high interest and motivation to learn English. According to those teachers, ''home and family environment seriously a¤ect everything''.
It is obvious that several of the opinions and beliefs expressed by the teachers are not confirmed by our findings. Most learners in W1 and W2 schools, for example, attend private language institutes and in several cases they are helped either by their parents or by their siblings. The same is true for their motivation, as we found very slight di¤erences in learners' level of motivation between the two groups. It should be stressed, though, that teacher beliefs may lead them to have certain expectations from children of di¤erent socioeconomic backgrounds and this may result in teachers having and sustaining a distorted picture of their learners and classes.
Other factors
To the question whether other factors can outweigh the influence of socioeconomic factors, all teachers agreed that motivation, interest, encouraging and motivating teaching techniques, hard work and learners' intelligence can help all learners regardless of their socioeconomic background.
Conclusion
The aim of this paper was to examine the extent to which Greek young learners' social and economic background tends to a¤ect their progress in English language learning. It seems that di¤erences in families' SES impact significantly on young learners' level and progress of learning, as learners of a higher SES seem to carry a far richer cultural capital and progress faster in language than learners who do not share the same advantages. In this respect, our findings confirm results of relevant studies that have been previously discussed (Frangoudaki 1985; Katsikas and Kavvadias 2000) . Our findings clearly indicate that the majority of children, irrespective of their SES, attend additional tutorial schooling (language schools) but mostly children of a higher economic status receive private tuition at home. As private tuition speeds up the levels, access to private tutoring results in important achievement di¤erences among learners of the same age but of di¤erent socioeconomic background.
As far as attitude or motivational issues are concerned, it is true that children of higher SES bring an 'enriched' cultural capital but this does not significantly a¤ect their motivation, as there is no di¤erence between the two groups. What is interesting, though, is that more than 70% of these young learners in both areas are instrumentally motivated and intend to take exams in order to obtain a language certificate.
To sum up, our study has revealed that the social and cultural milieu in which learners live may play, at least at the onset of learning, a decisive role as far as learning opportunities, input and resources are concerned. However, we believe that although our findings provide interesting insights into the inequality of opportunities Greek learners of di¤erent socio-economic backgrounds experience, they need to be further explored and studied before they could be generalised. 
